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Cadoc

Geoffrey Malone spent most of his childhood in Africa and avoided any formal education until the age of eleven. After school in England, he spent sixteen years as a soldier, then joined a Canadian public relations firm in Toronto. During all this time, he travelled widely and developed a fascination with animals in the wild. He returned to Britain in 1991, determined to become a children’s author.

He has written many books for children, each one with a powerful and closely-observed animal interest. His story of a fox, Torn Ear, won the 2001 French Children’s Book of the Year Award and the Prix Enfants grands-parents Européen. In England, Elephant Ben was shortlisted for the 2001 Stockton Children’s Book of the Year Award.

Cadoc is the result of almost a year’s badger watching and research. It is a protest against the recent criminal upsurge in badger baiting, and the age-old cruelty of humans towards this most inoffensive of animals.
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One

The sack was small. Too small for the badger to turn around in. An old grey mail sack with sewn-in steel eyelets at one end, secured now with a heavy padlock. It held the badger in a vice-like grip that gave him no room to move. No way of escape.

The badger’s feet scrabbled in vain against the smooth, unyielding sides. Claws that could slash through tree roots were of no use in here. The sack held him fast. And there was nothing to bite. Nothing for him to clamp his great jaws over and wrench and tear a way through. He was as helpless as a day-old rabbit.

He had been in here for over an hour. An hour of rage and frantic barking. The heat in the sack was suffocating. The plastic sides slippery and running with condensation. His head was rammed hard against the bottom of the bag where no fresh air reached. His fur was drenched in sweat.

His body sagged and he lay with his eyes closed. He was beaten. Trapped in a bewildering world of ugly new sounds and scents. The drumming of tyres on the road. The roar of the engine. And, most terrifying of all, the proximity of humans.

The smell of them was everywhere. A sweet, cloying odour that filled his nostrils and settled like a greasy film over his fur. He tried rubbing his tongue over his teeth to get rid of it, but the taste grew worse.

Flashes of recall began crowding in on him. A kaleidoscope of confusion, each image more frightening than the last. The sudden thump of men’s boots overhead; the snarls of terriers running through the sett; spades slicing through the earth and the shouting and the noise as he was dragged out and his head rammed into the sack. And while he roared and fought, the terror of previous occupants rose to greet him. An acrid stink that screamed a terrible warning.

Panic-stricken, he hurled himself now against the sides of the sack, rolling over and over in a frenzy, while the brass padlock rapped a tattoo on the steel floor of the van. The men in the front of the van heard him and grinned at one another. ‘He’s a big strong boy, ain’t he?’ chuckled the driver. ‘Take a good few dogs to sort him!’

His passenger agreed. ‘Reckon they’ll need to bust his jaw before the night’s out. What’s the betting?’

The driver shook his head. ‘No takers! These old boars’re all the same. Fight till they drop. It’s the only thing they know.’

The other man reached behind his seat and pulled out a small iron bar. ‘Can’t hear m’self think with the row he’s making!’ He swung round and jabbed at the sack. ‘Oi! You! Shut your row!’

He waited for a few more moments then brought the bar down hard. ‘Shut it!’ he shouted. He made a face and began to curse. ‘Blasted thing’s piddled itself!’

‘So would you!’ the driver joked and they both laughed. ‘You try working in a slaughterhouse sometime,’ he added and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘That there’s nothing!’

The passenger didn’t reply. Instead, he slouched back down in his seat and stared into the night. ‘How much longer?’ he grumbled. ‘At this rate they’ll all be gone home! Then there’ll be trouble.’

‘Can’t go too fast on these little country roads,’ the driver told him. ‘Anyway, it’s not that far now.’ He gave a grunt a few minutes later as a signpost loomed up in the headlights. ‘Might be this one. Funny how things look all different at night.’

He braked, changed gear and wound his window down. The night air rushed in, fogging his side of the windscreen. The driver peered out. ‘Yeah! Spot on!’ he called, satisfied. ‘Not long now!’ He flashed a grin at his passenger. ‘Ten minutes? Give ’em a call on the mobile. Tell them to look out for us.’

The van’s headlights carved a tunnel through the darkness. The ghostly shape of a barn owl flew ahead of them for a while then veered to one side and was swallowed up by the night. Sparkles of frost glittered on the road in front of them. The sound of the engine took on a new urgency.

The passenger slipped the mobile back into his pocket. ‘Watch out for two red lights. One above the other. Oh! And take it easy when you get off the road,’ he added. ‘The track’s all icy.’

They drove in silence, staring into the darkness beyond the headlights. Clumps of straggly trees rushed past and the grass glittered coldly. Behind them, they could hear the badger moaning quietly to itself.

‘There they are!’ the driver exclaimed. ‘Two red lights like they said.’ He flashed his headlights in acknowledgement then leant forward and carefully checked his wing mirrors. But there was no one following. He gave an involuntary sigh of relief and, for the first time that night, began to think of the money waiting for him.

He flashed the headlights once more and slowed to a walking pace. The van lurched as it swung off the road. Then they were crawling forward on sidelights only, squinting into the half-light. A shadowy figure appeared on the track beside them. He leant towards the driver’s window, his face a pale blur. The air felt very cold. ‘Watch your speed!’ he ordered. ‘You know where to go!’ He banged the side of the van with a gloved fist and stamped his feet.

The driver gave him a thumbs-up and drove on slowly. Soon the track started to deteriorate. The men sat forward, hanging on grimly as the wheels crashed into potholes and churned through muddy ruts. In the back, the sack fetched up with a thump against the side of the vehicle.

‘What’s this place, then?’ the passenger demanded.

‘It’s an old bomber base. World War Two. Or something.’

‘Watch it!’ the other man shouted as a huge pothole opened up in front of them.

The driver cursed and yanked at the steering wheel. The engine raced. Dollops of mud sprayed the underside of the van as the rear wheels spun helplessly. The van slewed across the track towards a water-filled ditch. For a long moment nothing happened, then the tyres gripped and they bumped uncertainly on. The driver took a deep breath and puffed out his cheeks.

‘The good news is that no one comes out here,’ he resumed. ‘It’s that remote. Even for these parts.’

The passenger sniffed and wiped his nose across the back of his hand. ‘Checked it out yourself, did you?’

The driver laughed. ‘Dead right, I did! That’s what I get paid for! It’s the best!’

The passenger flung out an arm. ‘Look! Over there! That’s them! Great!’ And he gave a whoop of relief.

A light was flashing on and off in front of them. Now the track gave way to smoother concrete. The vehicle accelerated. Low buildings began to appear on either side. There were vehicles parked alongside most of them.

The passenger rubbed his hands in delight. ‘Full house! Looks like all the lads have come.’

They stopped below the airfield’s old control tower. It was a two-storey brick building with a set of stairs leading up the outside to what had been the observation platform. The windows were long gone. Now they were just jagged spaces staring out over silent runways. High above the van, a man with a pair of night binoculars round his neck stared down.

Beside them, a door was flung open and yellow light flooded across the tarmac. The night was suddenly full of men. Big burly figures who crowded round, grinning with delight. Shoulders were slapped and a whisky bottle was thrust into the driver’s hand. Inside the building, a dog began to bark.

The driver went round to the back of the van and tugged open the doors. The men bunched together in a tight semicircle, watching. The sack lay in the middle of the floor. There was a loud sigh from the watchers. A slow release of anticipation. The sack bulged as the badger tried to stand. He knew the men were there. And the dogs waiting inside. He could hear them and smell their hate.

Strong hands grabbed the sack and bundled it inside. They hurried it along a brick corridor where the weeds grew out of cracks. A door was flung open into a large windowless room. There were electric lights overhead, hanging down on long flexes. Straw bales were piled in one corner.

A hoarse cheer went up. More men followed, crowding in after them. Some had muzzled dogs on short steel leads, held in close. Now the straw bales were being lifted out and stacked three high to form a ring. Money was pulled from back pockets and battered wallets. Odds were shouted and taken. There was laughter. Someone dropped a bottle. There was a cheer and good-natured cursing. Everyone seemed to know each other.

The driver clapped his hands over his head and shouted for silence. He was a heavy-set man with thick black eyebrows. The door banged shut. A hush fell. Eyes gleamed. He took a key from his jacket pocket and squatted down. Carefully, he placed the padlock on the floor beside him. Then he swung the sack up on to his shoulder and walked towards the bales. He looked round the room. ‘Everyone ready!’

With a grin of triumph, he upended the sack. There was a deafening shout. The badger fell tail first on to the concrete floor. For a split second, it lay motionless, blinded by the light. Then the first two dogs erupted into his face and his world became a snarling, biting bloodlust.


Two

Marla froze. There was something outside. Something listening. Waiting. Not another badger; it had moved too quietly for that. The sound of a foot brushing against an old leaf, then silence. The silence that falls when animals stand stiff and motionless, straining to hear. But above all, it was a warning. A threat to her three cubs, and something she must deal with. Right away.

She heard a cub whimper in the darkness behind her and knew the intruder would have heard it too. She was not frightened for herself. Humans were the only animal a badger feared. But for an instant, she was terrified for her cubs. The three helpless, silky-haired little creatures curled up deep in the pile of dry grass that filled the nursery chamber, five metres along the passage.

She squinted at the tunnel entrance. Outside the sett, it was a world of brilliant moonlight. So bright, she could hardly bear to look at it. She lifted her head and slowly moved it from side to side, smelling the night air. She took a silent step towards the glare and caught the faintest whiff of stale urine. And then she knew!

A fox. An old dog fox. No threat to her but certain death to her cubs. She had lost a cub from her first litter to a fox the year before. And now the memory came flooding back. Her fur bristled as rage swept through her. She burst out of the tunnel entrance in a fury. The fox leapt to one side, screaming in shock. The badger was already spinning round and coming for him.

Marla lunged for his back, her mouth wide open. The fox dodged to one side. He knew that one bite from those terrible jaws would crush his spine and leave him helpless. But he was not quite quick enough. Marla’s claws ripped at his ribs and he staggered and almost fell. Blood welled along the slash marks. For a moment, the pain transfixed him and he was fighting for breath, unable to move, watching stupidly as the badger ran at him again.

Somehow, instinct came to his rescue and he was ducking away from the sow, skidding across the ground and off down the hillside, leaping over briar tangles, dodging past stands of saplings, to the safety of the open fields, far below.

Marla plunged after him, snorting in triumph. She chased him most of the way down before reluctantly realizing that he was still too fast for her. She waited until the sound of his yelps finally died away, then turned to make her way back. It was a steep climb but her powerful legs made short work of it.

Near the sett, a woodmouse shot across her path barely a metre away, its ears flat against its skull. Marla heard its terrified squeaking and saw the weasel in pursuit. It took the weasel a split second to turn its head, see the badger and leap out of the way. But it was just enough time for the mouse to dodge into a tuft of grass and squeeze inside its tiny burrow. The weasel stood on its hind legs and chattered with rage as Marla lumbered past.

When she reached the sett, Marla went inside. The cubs were still fast asleep. She bent over them and reassured herself that they were still warm. Satisfied, she went further back along the tunnel and listened for any sign of the rest of her family. There was none. Cadoc, her mate for the past two years, and their three almost fully grown cubs from the previous year were still out foraging. None of them would return until the dawn. And that was still some hours away.

She had deliberately waited for Cadoc to leave the sett first. She would not allow the boar anywhere near the nursery until the new cubs were big enough to fend for themselves. A jealous male would kill his cubs without hesitation. That was Nature’s way. In ten weeks’ time or so, they would all feed and play together as a family, and the danger would be over. But until then, she would take no risks.

Every night as it grew dark, she waited for Cadoc to lead the others out to feed. He would stand just inside one of the many entrances to the sett and peer out. The yearlings would wait impatiently in the tunnel behind him. When he was satisfied it was safe to leave, she would hear his grunt and the sounds of the others following him.

She heard the sudden bad-tempered shrilling of a blackbird. Had the fox come back? Furious, she shot out into the moonlight, her teeth bared. Above her, the bird scolded her mate, then puffed up her feathers against the cold. Marla listened intently while the bird settled back into the nest and went to sleep. There was no sign of the fox and she knew then it would not return that night.

But there was something else. A faint scuffling noise from somewhere under her feet. She recognized the sound immediately. It was a mole, digging. The sound of earth spraying against the sides of its tunnel was unmistakable. She stared at the ground in front of her and mentally followed its progress. It was too far down, she decided, to waste time digging for it now. Instead, she would wait for it to surface and catch it then.

She sat on her haunches and began to groom herself, licking her fur and combing it back into place with her long fore claws. Next, she scratched herself all over. It was a wonderful feeling and she began to purr with pleasure. When she had finished, she shook herself and fluffed out her fur. A cloud drifted across the moon and cast a shadow over the clearing. She looked up at the night sky and realized with a shock that time was passing and that she had still not fed.

This worried her. She was much later than usual. The fox had distracted her for far longer than she had realized. The cubs would be waking soon and demanding their feed. She had to eat to go on providing the hourly milk they needed. But if she wasn’t there, they’d soon become frantic and start losing body heat. And once that started to happen they would all soon die.

She began to fret, running backwards and forwards in short rushes, uncertain what to do. She was suddenly hungry. Very hungry. She could wait no longer. Snorting with impatience, she put her head down and cast round for the scent path that would lead to her favourite feeding ground. The next moment, she was bustling along it, grunting loudly, oblivious of everything else.


Three

Cadoc stood in the shadow of a hedgerow, listening intently. Far off across the fields, he heard the roar of a car starting up. He stiffened. He knew that sound. It meant danger. He stared into the night, searching for the warning flash of headlights. Ready to sink down into the ditch and hide while the creature rushed past, bellowing in anger.

He waited motionless for a couple more minutes, then, satisfied he had outwitted it, he trotted across the field towards an oak tree. There were always acorns to be found half-hidden in the earth. He stopped several times on his way there to raise his tail and mark the larger tussocks of grass with his scent.

It was Cadoc’s task, as the dominant male, to patrol the boundaries of the fifty hectares of field and woodland the family occupied and warn all other males to keep out. He did this every night, trotting purposefully around the perimeter, marking the boundary between his territory and that of his neighbours.

He paused every ten metres or so to spray or scent prominent tussocks, stones, tree stumps or posts. It took him several hours to do and he took even greater care now Marla was nursing cubs. Between his territory and his neighbour’s, there was a no-man’s land, a metre wide. An invisible barrier of smell, a warning to every other badger, not to cross.

But not tonight! Not now! Something strange was happening. Cadoc stopped scratching up acorns and stood transfixed. He had caught the faintest of scents. A taste that brought him up short and made his mouth water. The scent was too fragile to last long on the night air. Yet powerful enough to bring him running down towards the old wooden stile at the far end of the field.

Apples! The unmistakable fragrance of apples. Last year’s harvest, with the sugar concentrated deep inside their puckered skins. He had passed this spot a thousand times but had never found this scent before.

When he reached the stile he stopped and stood rigid with concentration, trying to pinpoint the source. It had been there. He was certain. And he knew the direction it had come from. His first instinct was to hurry towards it. But he hesitated. There were other things to consider.
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